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     From stage to screen: ‘The Return’, Victory, The Secret Agent and Chance


As early as 1897, Conrad confessed to his friend Cunninghame-Graham: ‘I greatly desire to write a play myself. It is my dark and secret ambition’ (CL1, 419). This desire was not fulfilled until February 1904, when, with considerable help from Ford Madox Ford, he adapted his short story ‘Tomorrow’ into a one-act play One Day More, which received its first performances the following year (25-27 June 1905).​[1]​ During the Spring of 1913, while working on Victory, he explored the possibility of collaborating on a play with his friend Perceval Gibbon. Later in his career, he was actively involved in the very successful stage-adaptation of Victory by Macdonald Hastings (performed from 26 March to 6 June, 1919), and he produced his own stage-adaptations of ‘Because of the Dollars’ (Laughing Anne, 1920, not performed until 2000) and The Secret Agent (performed 2-11 November 1922), as well as a film-script based on ‘Gaspar Ruiz’ (Gaspar Ruiz the Strong Man, not performed).​[2]​ This film-script was first contemplated on 29 March 1915, two days after Victory was published in the United States, but not actually written until 1920.​[3]​  In the essay that follows, I want to examine, not Conrad’s adaptations of his fiction for the stage or for the screen, but his use of stage and screen conventions in his fiction: the former in ‘The Return’ and Victory and the latter in The Secret Agent and Chance.


1. A theatrical imagination:

In a letter to Edward Garnett (17 April 1909), Conrad observed: ‘Though I detest the stage I have a theatrical imagination’ (CL4, 218). Conrad’s expression of detestation, however, should not be taken as evidence of ignorance of the theatre or lack of interest. The letter was written in response to receipt of a copy of Garnett’s play The Feud, which had just been staged at the Gaiety Theatre, Manchester, and Conrad goes on to compare the after-effect of his reading of the play to ‘that sort of contentement (sic) the middle plays of Ibsen give’ (CL4, 218). Conrad’s familiarity with Ibsen’s work is suggested in other letters. For example, Conrad had made a joke about Ibsen’s Ghosts in a letter to W. H. Chesson (7 January 1899): ‘The above heading is the address of my burial place and if you are not afraid of Ghosts (nothing Ibsenish) you must come and spend a Sunday in the sepulchre’ (CL2, 149). Later that year (26 October 1899), he wrote to Garnett about Garnett’s essay on Ibsen in the recent issue of the Outlook (CL2, 209). ‘The Return’, which Conrad wrote two years earlier also shows familiarity with Ibsen’s work, as Peter Keating and Paul Kirschner have pointed out.​[4]​ Indeed, ‘The Return’ is very obviously a response to, and re-writing of, The Doll’s House. ‘The Return’ also shows very clearly Conrad’s ‘theatrical imagination’ and his willingness to draw on dramatic conventions in his fiction.

In the first place, ‘The Return’ has a clearly-defined three-act structure. In the first act, Alvan Hervey returns home to find a letter from his wife in his dressing-room, announcing that she has left him. The first act ends with a series of off-stage sounds, each decoded by Hervey: a bell ringing somewhere downstairs; then the crash of the front-door closing heavily; then the drawing-room door being opened and flung to; then a voice; then footsteps on the first-floor landing, on the second flight of stairs, coming to a stop outside the door of the dressing-room; and finally the light rattling of the door-handle. A ‘theatrical imagination’ is evidently engaged in the build-up to this climax. 

The second act uses Mrs Hervey’s return as the occasion for an extended dialogue between husband and wife. As Conrad’s comments on the story reveal, he had a clear conception of the dramatic function of the dialogue. He wrote to Garnett (29 September 1897) that he was aiming at ‘the effect of cold water in every one of my man’s speeches’: ‘I wanted to produce the effect of insincerity, or artificiality. …I wanted the truth to be first dimly seen through the fabulous untruth of that man’s convictions – of his idea of life – and then to make its way out with a rush at the end’ (CL1, 387). This is evident from the outset, when Hervey’s challenging ‘Must I go then?’ is undermined by the comment ‘And he knew he meant nothing of what he implied’ (TU, 142). As the dialogue develops, Hervey strikes a series of postures. He modulates at one point, for example, from the moral (‘I am glad to see that there is some sense of decency left in you’) to the sentimental (‘After all, I loved you ..’), but, in each case, he is merely playing a part. This is clear from the careful description of his actions before this final declaration: ‘he appeared to hesitate, as if estimating the possible consequences of what he wished to say, and at last blurted out …’ (TU151). As ‘appeared’ and ‘as if’ intimate, even this apparently spontaneous declaration of love is a performance.  The declaration of love also rings untrue because the narrator emphasised at the start of the story that passion was alien to the conventional existence of the Herveys: ‘all his acquaintances had said he was very much in love; and he had said so himself, frankly, because it is very well understood that every man falls in love once in his life’ (TU, 119). At the same time, Hervey’s icily civil performance at the start of the dialogue masks a chaos of emotions – including ‘flashes of indignation and anxiety’ (TU, 143) and the desire to make his wife suffer (TU, 142). Occasionally, the mask slips and Hervey then gives voice to ‘the unconquerable preoccupation with self’ that actually underlies his behaviour (TU, 146). The scene concludes with Hervey asserting the importance of maintaining appearances for the sake of others, since a scandal would have ‘a fatal influence’ upon ‘the general tone of the class’ (TU, 164), while also admitting that ‘any disclosure would impair my usefulness’ in the political career to which he aspires (TU, 165). Having, as he judges, gained the upper hand over his wife, he strikes a magnanimous pose (‘I forgive you’) only to be met by her laughter (TU,166). The glass of water he throws in her face to cure her ‘hysterics’ violently undercuts the asserted ideals and the magnanimous pose by exposing ‘the secret brutality of his spite’ (TU, 167). Again, the act ends with a strongly theatrical imagining of significant action. 

The third act begins with husband and wife in silence at the dining-table together, with Hervey working hard to maintain appearances: ‘he remained carefully natural, industriously hungry, laboriously at his ease’ (TU, 170). Then husband and wife move upstairs to the drawing-room, where a second dialogue takes place between them. This time Mrs Hervey takes the upper hand: she rejects his ‘forgiveness’ and his declarations of his ‘love’: ‘You wanted a wife – some woman – any woman that would think, speak, and behave in a certain way – in  a way you approved’ (TU, 177). She articulates, disabusedly, the loveless nature of their marriage and her acceptance of it. In the final scene, Hervey announces that he can’t accept this way of living and, in an echo of Ibsen’s Nora, leaves the house, slamming the front door heavily behind him. Hervey, however, is not fleeing a loveless marriage but rather the replacement of ‘tacit complicity’ (TU, 184) by his wife’s ‘unfathomable candour’ (TU, 185).

Secondly, the detailed descriptions of the interior of the Hervey home not only establish the suffocatingly claustrophobic, conventional bourgeois environment that is so important to the story, they also create an elaborate stage-set after the manner of Shavian stage-directions. In particular, the bronze dragon gas-light, the ‘marble woman’ on the first-floor landing ‘holding a cluster of lights’ and the ‘sketches, watercolours, engravings’ on the ‘rich, stamped paper of the walls’ provide the kind of commentary on the action that stage-furniture supplies in Shavian drama. In ‘The Philanderer’ (1893), for example, which Shaw wrote in response to the cult of Ibsenism, Act I takes place in the home of a ‘New Woman’, Grace Transfield: the walls are ‘hung with theatrical engravings and photographs’ (all of which are specified) ‘but not Eleanora Duse nor anyone connected with Ibsen’, a turret window is filled up with ‘a stand of flowers surrounding a statuet of Shakespear, while ‘a yellow-backed French novel’ lies open on a table.​[5]​ Act II, in contrast, takes place ‘in the library of the Ibsen club’, which is dominated by ‘a bust of Ibsen’ on the mantelpiece (124).  In ‘The Return’, the writhing, bronze dragon with its oxymoronic ‘calm convolutions’ and ‘conventional fury’ (TU, 124) emphasises the Herveys’ subordination of passion to convention. The ‘marble woman’, ‘decently covered’ from her neck to her ‘lifeless toes’, suggests both Hervey’s reification of his wife and the petrifaction of their passions. The detailed description of the sketches and water-colours performs a similar function to that in Shaw’s stage-set: it not only provides a measure of the artistic tastes upon which Hervey prides himself, but it also precisely delineates the sentimental and conventional emotional culture of his class: 

A young lady sprawled with dreamy eyes in a moored boat, in company of a lunch basket, a champagne bottle, and an enamoured man in a blazer. Bare-legged boys flirted sweetly with ragged maidens, slept on stone steps, gambolled with dogs. A pathetically lean girl flattened against a blank wall, turned up expiring eyes and tendered a flower for sale …    (TU, 124) 






I have written elsewhere about the main theatrical elements in Victory: the Shakespeare intertext and the dramatic handling of dialogue.​[9]​ Victory is, very clearly, a creative re-writing of The Tempest with Heyst as Prospero, Lena as Miranda, Wang as Ariel and the trio of Jones, Ricardo, and Pedro as the ship-wrecked sailors from Antonio’s court. Heyst, like Prospero, lives on an island and has an interest in books. Jones’s correspondence to Prospero’s brother, Antonio, underlines the pattern of similarities between Jones and Heyst and furthers the novel’s questioning of their similarities and differences. Ferdinand’s chaste love for Miranda acts as an ironic parallel to Ricardo’s feelings for Lena, while Miranda’s chastity and innocence interrogate Lena’s view of herself as ‘not what you call a good girl’. Similarly, Pedro is an obvious re-working of Caliban, while Wang’s correspondence to Ariel explains his otherwise puzzling ability to appear and disappear unexpectedly.​[10]​ In addition, Hamlet is subliminally present in Heyst’s relationship with his father (the ghost that haunts him and imposes a course of action upon him); in Heyst’s indecisiveness and inability to act; and in the similarities between Davidson’s role in the final chapter and the part played by Horatio in the final scene of Hamlet. Conrad had been familiar with Shakespeare since his childhood: his father had translated The Comedy of Errors (1886) and, according to Conrad, Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It, Two Gentlemen of Verona and Othello.​[11]​ He had also, in March 1914, borrowed a copy of A. C. Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy (1904) from his friend Richard Curle, which he read while he was working on the final 20,000 words of Victory.​[12]​

During February 1914, Conrad had read Ford’s recent book Henry James: A Critical Study. Ford’s study shows a detailed engagement with the New York Collected Edition of James’s work and the Prefaces James wrote for it.​[13]​ Ford begins the section entitled ‘Methods’ by stating that James’s Prefaces have already done the critical work of analysing James’s ‘method’, and he repeatedly cites the Prefaces in his own discussion.​[14]​ (Ford also includes an Appendix on textual variations between the Collected Edition and earlier editions of James’s works.) In the Prefaces, James had delineated his ‘scenic method’. Blackmur observes that ‘the Dramatic Scene was the principal device James used to objectify the Indirect Approach’, and notes that ‘his use of the scene resembled that in the stage-play’ (xviii). This is most evident in his Preface to The Awkward Age. Here James describes his initial sketch for the novel as a central situation surrounded by a circle of lamps: ‘Each of my “lamps” would be the light of a single “social occasion” in the history and intercourse of the characters concerned’ (110). The ‘Occasion’ would be ‘really and completely a scenic thing’, and the ‘divisions of the form’ of the novel would approximate to ‘the successive Acts of a Play’ (110).  Above all, James registered the importance of ‘really constructive dialogue, dialogue organic and dramatic, speaking for itself, representing, and embodying substance and form’ (106). Both Conrad and Ford were very familiar with what James called his ‘scenic method’ In a letter to Macdonald Hastings (24 December 1916), Conrad refers to the ‘scenic drama’ of Under Western Eyes: ‘My artistic aim was to put as much dramatic spirit into the form of a novel as was possible … the dramatisation of the inner feelings – and also of ideas, brought out in scene and dialogue (CL5, 696). That scenic method is also much in evidence in Victory in its staging of encounters, its dramatic handling of dialogue and in its use of stage directions. 

After the narrative prologue, the first two parts of the novel proceed through a series of staged encounters. There is Heyst’s dialogue with Morrison in the wineshop in Delli and then on board the brig; there is Davidson’s disconcerting exchange with Schomberg in Schomberg’s hotel, followed by a surprisingly extended conversation with Mrs Schomberg, who enters the room through ‘a door somewhere at his back’, after her husband has left; there are Heyst’s conversations with Lena during the intervals in Schomberg’s ‘concert-hall’ and afterwards in the grounds of the hotel; there are Schomberg’s unsettling conversations with Jones and Ricardo on board the steam-launch and later on the hotel verandah; and then there is Schomberg’s extended tete-a-tete with Ricardo in the billiard room, which occupies most of three chapters. In each case, there is a precise spatial location and various kinds of dramatic interaction enacted through the dialogue.

The theatrical handling of the novel’s various encounters is most obvious in Part III, in the exploration of the developing relationship between Heyst and Lena, where we are given a succession of stage-sets and dialogue supported by what are effectively stage directions. In Chapter 3, the set is the verandah of Heyst’s house. The chapter begins: ‘Heyst came out on the verandah and spread his elbows on the railing, in an easy attitude of proprietorship’. Shortly afterwards Lena joins him, and the dialogue between them begins. The dialogue is set up after the manner of a playwright:

Heyst did not turn round.
‘Do you know what I was thinking of?’ he asked.
‘No,’ she said. Her tone betrayed always a shade of anxiety, as though she were never certain how a conversation with him would end. She leaned on the guard-rail by his side.

In both these instances, if the tense used to describe the actions of the participants were to be changed from past to present, the genre of stage directions would be inescapable. As the dialogue develops, Heyst addresses further comments to Lena ‘still without looking at the girl’, to which she responds ‘after a pause’. Eventually, he ‘turned round and looked at her’, and, instead of oblique comments, he now addresses a direct question to her: ‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘Is it a reproach?’  Now that they are face to face, indirection gives way to direct questioning. As in drama, the body language and spatial positioning of the characters is as eloquent as the words they exchange. 

Subsequently, the action moves to a second set – ‘a depression of the sharp slope, like a small platform’ at the upper limit of vegetation over-looking the sea. Again, the dialogue between them is set up after the manner of a playwright:

‘It makes my head swim,’ the girl murmured, shutting her eyes and putting her hand on his shoulder.
Heyst, gazing fixedly to the southward, exclaimed: ‘Sail ho!’
A moment of silence ensued.

The direct and extended conversation that follows marks the greatest moment of intimacy between them. It reveals a potential in their relationship that will never be realised, over-shadowed as it is by that ominous reference to the sail, although it also introduces a further doubt into Lena and gives Heyst the shocking revelation of the calumnious rumours about his relationship with Morrison. The scenic quality is maintained when Chapter 4 closes with what is effectively a curtain: ‘The girl glanced round, moved suddenly away, and averted her face. With her hand she signed imperiously to him to leave her alone – a command which Heyst did not obey.’

For the denouement, Conrad is similarly theatrical.  Chapter 11 takes place largely inside the bungalow assigned to Mr Jones. The chapter begins with what reads like stage directions: 

Two candles were burning on the stand-up desk. Mr Jones, tightly enfolded in an old but gorgeous blue silk dressing-gown, kept his hands deeply plunged into the extraordinarily deep pockets of the garment.

There is an attention to lighting effects throughout the scene that follows. At a given moment, shortly after Heyst’s arrival, Ricardo ‘melted’ out of the doorframe ‘between two flickers of lightening’ to go to Heyst’s bungalow. As the dialogue develops between Jones and Heyst, there are repeated reminders of the ‘rolling thunder’ and the flicker of lightening, and, at the end of their dialogue, ‘the doorway flickered lividly’ again, as Jones and Heyst leave to pursue Ricardo. The thunder and lightening is clearly designed to heighten the emotional strain of the scene, but it is a device which is theatrical in its conception rather than novelistic. Chapter 12, a dialogue between Ricardo and Lena in Heyst’s bungalow, represents a parallel action. However, since Chapter 11 ends with Jones and Heyst outside this bungalow looking on at events within, there is a sense that the entire action of Chapter 12 is being observed. Jones’s ‘Behold the simple Acis kissing the sandals of the nymph …’ sets up Ricardo’s courtship of Lena as a spectacle for both Heyst and the reader, and the reader’s consciousness of the spectators adds a further dimension of menace to the contest between Ricardo and Lena. Again, the conception is theatrical – on-stage spectators observing a private encounter. And the end of the dialogue, with ‘the brief report of a shot’ and the sudden appearance of Heyst ‘towering in the doorway’, is entirely melodramatic.  

At the same time, there is a certain amount of what can only be called ‘stage business’ throughout the narrative. For example, there is the business with Mrs Schomberg’s shawl. Mrs Schomberg helps Lena to escape by wrapping up Lena’s ‘things’ in her own shawl and throwing the bundle out of a back window. Subsequently, Davidson returns with the shawl, wrapped in a brown paper parcel, and waits in the billiard-room of Schomberg’s hotel, ordering drink after drink, until he has a chance to return it. There is similar business with Ricardo’s slipper. During the scuffle between Lena and Ricardo in Part IV Chapter 3, Ricardo loses his straw slipper, but doesn’t notice the loss until he has made his hasty escape from Heyst’s bungalow through the bathroom window. Lena notices it ‘lying near the bath’ and puts her foot on it to conceal it, when Heyst enters the room. When Heyst lets the curtain fall again, having looked in vain for somewhere to conceal the slipper, Lena finally throws it through the window. A ‘faint whistle’ from outside signals that Ricardo has recovered it. On a smaller scale, in his final dialogue with Heyst, Jones makes repeated use of his handkerchief ‘to wipe the perspiration from his forehead, neck and chin’.

Conrad has clearly allowed his ‘theatrical imagination’ full play in Victory, but his characters are not simply participants in a drama: they are also actors consciously or unconsciously acting out parts.  Richard Hand, in his recent book, The Theatre of Joseph Conrad (Palgrave, 2005) has drawn attention to the importance of acting in the novel. Ricardo, for example, displays ‘a perfectly acted cheerfulness’ (335); when under stress, Schomberg, similarly, performs a version of masculinity, putting on his ‘Lieutenant-of-the-Reserve’ manner, whenever he is under stress. At other times, as Hand points out, Schomberg stages a more public performance:

It became a recognised entertainment to go and hear his abuse of Heyst … It was, in a manner, a more successful draw than the Zangiacomo concerts had ever been – intervals and all. There was never any difficulty in starting the performer off.  (V, 95)







As Gene Moore observes, Conrad’s earliest documented visits to the cinema occurred in 1920, when he and Pinker went to see Frank Lloyd’s 1918 film version of Les Miserables at the London Pavilion in Piccadilly Circus on 27 August and Maurice Tourneur’s 1919 film version of Victory at St George’s Theatre in Canterbury in November. ​[15]​ His visit to Les Miserables was a research trip for writing a screen-adaptation of his short story ‘Gaspar Ruiz’, which he produced, with Pinker’s help, in September 1920. However, he must have had earlier experiences of film. Stephen Donovan notes that, in October 1897, Conrad and Stephen Crane ended their lengthy perambulation through Central London in front of ‘that monumentally heavy abode of frivolity, the Pavilion’ (LE 106) – the very Pavilion to which he would return with Pinker in 1920, which was already ‘an exhibition space for cinematic devices’.​[16]​ Donovan also suggests that Conrad would not have missed ‘the cinematic event of 1897, the Diamond Jubilee parade’, a very widely displayed film (44), and it is also likely he would have seen war-time newsreels. Walter Tittle records a post-1922 conversation with Conrad, where Conrad attacks Charlie Chaplin and ‘several so-called educational films that pretended to show a process of manufacture, beginning with the raw material and ending with a finished product’.​[17]​

Moore records that Conrad had been approached by film-companies as early as September 1913; he and Ford signed a ‘moving picture rights’ contract for Romance in March 1915; and by the end of the same month, Conrad had written to Pinker suggesting ‘the eminent fitness of Gaspar Ruiz for pictorial representation’.​[18]​ Moore’s account of the screenplay notes Conrad’s basic filmic vocabulary - a primary division between ‘shots of dramatic action’, which Conrad calls ‘Pictures’, and the written intertitles of silent cinema, which Conrad calls ‘Screen’ – and his single explicit direction for camera movement, the marginal suggestion ‘that certain “Pictures” should be taken “Close-up”’.​[19]​ In a letter to Richard Curle (18-23 August 1920), Conrad described this plan to write a ‘cinema scenario’ and asserted a preference for the cinema to the stage on the grounds that the stage had ‘some sort of inferior poetics of its own’ which resulted in compromising ‘the very soul of one’s work both on the imaginative and on the intellectual side’ (CL7, 163). By implication, film has no such ‘poetics’. However, although Conrad describes film as ‘merely a silly stunt for silly people’, silent cinema nevertheless had already become well-established and had also developed a ‘poetics’ which left a trace on his own work. 

In America, Thomas Edison had built the first motion-picture machine using celluloid film, the ‘Kinetoscope’, in 1889. This and the Mutascope, a hand-cranked flip-book viewer which followed, were essentially peep-show machines. Although films were made from 1893, produced by the Black Maria Studio, the first public showing, involving images projected onto a screen, didn’t take place until May 1895, when a boxing film was shown at 156 Broadway.​[20]​  According to Lillian Gish, early American films were often films of vaudeville acts and were often shown as the last act on the programme in vaudeville theatres. In response to the vaudeville actors’ strike in 1901, theatre-owners began to show complete programmes of films and, after the strike had ended, this led to the development of ‘nickelodeons’, cheap movie houses in small towns and cities across the USA. In 1903, Edwin S. Porter made The Life of an American Fireman, which pieces together film shots and action shots in an early display of the basic principles of film editing. In the same year, Porter also made the first American narrative film, The Great Train Robbery, the most popular film of early cinema.​[21]​ However, the director credited with the codification of cinematic language in the USA was D.W. Griffiths who, with his cameraman G.W. Bitzer, took over and developed the technique of the long shot, the close up, fade-in and fade-out. In his first film, The Adventures of Dollie (1908), for example, he had used close-ups of faces and objects and had also broken scenes up into separate shots, inventing the angle/reverse angle two-shot of action and response. By Intolerance (1916), Griffith had created a complex cinematic language, which was to have a major impact on post-revolutionary Russian film-making.

American cinema’s origins in the peep-show also had a continuing influence. An early film like The Kiss (1896), which was made for the Kinetoscope, has obvious continuities with films such as The Gay Shoe Clerk (1903) or A Search for Evidence (1903). The former, which revolves fetishistically around the fitting of women’s shoes, includes, as Stewart notes, cutting to close-up as the woman raises her skirt, which implicates the spectator as voyeur. The latter, which Stewart describes as a ‘Peeping Tom’ drama, reverses the expected gender-roles by having a woman searching for her husband by peeping through a series of keyholes, each of which reveals a different scene. A film like Pull Down the Curtain, Susie (1904), is straightforwardly voyeuristic: its subject, a woman undressing, points to the ‘smoking-room’ market for some early films. But even films like The Mill Girl (1907), an early film of sexual harassment, or Lois Weber’s Suspense, a woman alone in an isolated house threatened by a burglar, with its emotionally-involving use of split-screen and keyhole shots, draw on the erotics of spectatorship and of close-up. Lillian Gish, who made her name through her work with Griffith, epitomises the erotic spectacle of female suffering in films such as The Birth of a Nation (1915), Intolerance (1916) and, above all, Broken Blossoms (1919).

In Europe, too, the development of cinema coincides with Conrad’s writing career. French cinema begins on 22 March 1895, when Auguste and Louis Lumiere staged a show of their Cinematographe for the Societe d’Encouragement pour l’Industrie Nationale in Paris. In December, they were giving shows to paying audiences in the Grand Café, Boulevard des Capucines and, by January, they were showing to 2,000 people per day.​[22]​ On 20 February 1896, there was a show of Lumieres Brother ‘Living Photographs’ (including Arrivee d’un Train en Gare) at Regent Street Polytechnic in London. In the same year, Georges Demeny put together a film programme in a similar vein: it included short films such as Paris Street-scene and Scenes at Marseilles Harbour. Other pioneers who followed in the Lumiere brothers’ footsteps were George Melies, Charles Pathe and Leon Gaumont. Melies, who made the first French narrative film, Trip to the Moon in 1902, specialised in fantastic and trick films.  Charles Pathe explored a more familiar route with Par le Trou de Serrure (Peeping Tom) with its point-of-view shots through a keyhole mask.

 In Britain, there were two traditions from which cinema developed.​[23]​ From the 1830s onwards, there was a technical interest in optical toys such as the praxinoscope, the choreutoscope (a flat strip passing through a lantern with a shutter) and the zoetrope (glass transparencies on a wheel). These all used the rapid succession of still images to produce the effect of continuous movement. They worked with the phenomenon of the persistence of vision and promoted the analysis of motion (and the body in motion) as in the photography of Eadweard Muybridge. In one of the first issues of Harmsworth Magazine, a monthly pictorial magazine that began publication in 1898, 140 successive frames from a Lumiere brothers film appeared on the top-right corner of successive pages to produce a flip-book and a hands-on demonstration of how cinematography worked.​[24]​ In Lord Jim, Conrad describes Chester and Robinson dodging into view ‘with stride and gestures, as if reproduced in the field of some optical toy’ (LJ, 174), showing how these new visual technologies increased consciousness of the body, behaviour and movement.​[25]​ In addition to this technological tradition, there was also, as Michael Chanan points out, the magic-lantern tradition of ‘education-cum-entertainment’.​[26]​ This produced an early emphasis on news films and documentaries – such as A Visit to Peak Frean & Co’s Biscuit Works (1906). It also lay behind the use of written intertitles, which took over the role formerly played by the lantern-slide lecturer during a performance. It is significant that one of the pioneers of British film-making, Cecil Hepworth, was the son of a magic lanternist. The father wrote The Book of the Lantern in 1894 and, just three years later, the son published Animated Photography: The ABC of the Cinematograph in 1897.​[27]​ This suggests something of the pace of technological development and the speed with which cinema established itself, even if Cecil Hepworth’s book tends to see cinematography as a moment in the history of the magic lantern rather than the magic lantern as a precursor to cinema.​[28]​

Although Louis Le Prince had made moving pictures in Leeds in 1888, Birt Acres and Robert Paul are credited as the originators of British cinema. Acres had shown films at Marlborough House in July 1893 as part of the celebrations of the Duke of York’s wedding (with Hepworth as his assistant), and the Acres-Paul film of the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race in March 1895 seems to have been the first British film for public exhibition.​[29]​ State occasions and sporting events dominate British film in the 1890s. Hepworth, for example, attempted to film the Diamond Jubilee in 1897 (the camera jammed) and succeeded in filming the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race (1898). From 1899, Hepworth Films made short (50 foot) documentary ‘human interest’ films: Express Trains in a Railway Cutting; Procession of Prize Cattle; Drive Past of Four-in-Hands; Comic Costume Race for Cyclists and many others. One of his principles in selecting subjects is suggested by an observation in The ABC of the Cinematograph: he offers advice on photographing ‘crowds and street scenes and similar subjects’ and notes that they ‘always make more or less interesting pictures, having, at all events, the merit of being full of life and movement’ (97). From 1900, Hepworth Films moved into news pictures – the departure of the City Imperial Volunteers for the Boer War; Queen Victoria’s visit to Dublin; the solar eclipse in Algiers; Queen Victoria’s funeral – and illusionist trick films (The Explosion of a Motor Car (stop-frame); The Egg-Laying Man (close-up); The Eccentric Dancer (slow-motion photography). With Rescued By Rover, an early doggy film using professional actors and the family pet, Hepworth moved into popular story-telling.

There were other strands of early British film-making. In 1896 Esme Collings, a portrait photographer, made a one-minute film, A Victorian Lady in Her Boudoir (or Woman Undressing). G. A. Smith, one of the leading members of the Brighton-based school of film-making, made The Kiss in the Tunnel (1899). As with early North American cinema, voyeurism was a component of British film-making. Smith was also interested in the use of the close up. In Grandma’s Reading Glass (1900), the close ups have a narrative motivation: objects looked at by the boy are cut in (as close ups) to represent the boy’s point of view, and a circular mask is used to represent the field of vision of the reading glass.​[30]​ As Seen Through A Telescope (1900) similarly uses motivated close ups as it alternates between long shot and close up to show the spectator with the telescope and the object of his gaze.

As this suggests, Conrad’s career as a novelist coincided with the early development of cinema. Thus, as Stephen Donovan notes, Almayer’s Folly was published ‘just two weeks after the Lumiere brothers presented their invention to the Sorbonne’ and An Outcast of the Islands was published just ‘a few days before the Cinematographe-Lumiere began its main London engagement at the Empire Theatre of Varieties on Leicester Square’.​[31]​ Conrad, as a resident in or near London and frequent visitor to Paris during the 1890s, was ‘ideally placed to follow the emergence of cinema’ (43) in Europe. Donovan convincingly demonstrates Conrad’s interest in visual technologies, his ‘sustained engagement with the visual dynamics of contemporary popular culture’ (20), and ‘the importance of visual entertainment for Conrad’s conception of literary art’ (24). He shows how, for example, the pre-cinematic technology of the moving panorama (which involved the unwinding of a long, painted canvas in front of a seated audience) is recalled in An Outcast of the Islands to present Almayer’s dream about his daughter’s future: ‘Things charming and splendid passing before him in a magic unrolling of resplendent pictures’ (OI 320). Similarly, in The Secret Agent, Donovan suggests, Conrad again seems to draw on the technology of the moving panorama to describe the thought processes of Winnie Verloc, who ‘thought in images’ (SA 198), after she has learned of Stevie’s death: ‘The exigencies of Mrs Verloc’s temperament … forced her to roll a series of thoughts in her motionless head’ (SA 182-3) However, the spatiality of this description suggests the technology of the film projector rather than the unwinding canvas of the moving panorama. We might consider Conrad’s depiction of Winnie in the light of the work of the American psychologist, Boris Sidis, who, in his book Multiple Personality (1905), explicitly uses the technology of cinematic projection to explain hypnoid states: ‘The subconscious activity brings out visual perceptions which appear as hallucinations to the upper consciousness. The upper consciousness sees the pictures projected by the subconscious’.​[32]​ Subsequent description of Mrs Verloc watching visions of her past life supports this interpretation: she becomes, in effect, a cinematic projector as she gazes at ‘the whitewashed wall’ with eyes ‘whose pupils were extremely dilated’ (SA 184). Conrad has repeatedly drawn attention to this wall during this scene and to Verloc seeing ‘no writing’ on it (SA 1881, 182). It is against this blank wall, however, that Winnie effectively projects the ‘visions’ that constitute her thought processes (183). And the ‘visions’ themselves are not landscapes (as in the moving panorama) but a cinematic montage of narrative fragments: ‘she had the vision of the blows intercepted (often with her own head), of a door held desperately shut against a man’s rage (not for very long); of a poker flung once (not very far)’ (SA, 183). The courtship section of Winnie’s visions begins with scenes of domestic drudgery, followed by the brief contrasting image of ‘a young man wearing his Sunday best, with a straw hat on his dark head and a wooden pipe in his mouth’ (SA, 183), and ending with ‘the lodger’ – ‘Mr Verloc, indolent, and keeping late hours, sleepily jocular of a morning from under his bed-clothes’ (SA, 184). It is easy to imagine the written intertitles that would appear between these sequences – indeed, this last quotation seems already to belong to the genre of intertitle. The married section of her visions is disturbed by the close-up image of Comrade Ossipon, ‘the robust anarchist with the shamelessly inviting eyes’, and the ‘last scene’ is ‘the vision of her husband and poor Stevie walking up Brett Street side by side away from the shop’ (SA, 184) – a long shot that recalls the popularity of street-filming in early cinema.  This last vision is described as having ‘such plastic relief, such nearness of form, such a fidelity of suggestive detail’ (SA 184) – exactly what might be praised in this new medium of film.

Donovan relates this series of visual images to the ‘life review’ in early films such as Histoire d’un crime, but he underplays the impact of cinema on the writing of The Secret Agent.  Thus, he quotes the later, extended description of Winnie’s pictorial remembering of her brother’s death, but doesn’t comment on the climactic image ‘where after a rainlike fall of mangled limbs the decapitated head of Stevie lingered suspended alone, and fading out slowly like the last star of a pyrotechnic display’ (SA, 196). As Chanan notes, one of the prevalent themes of early cinema (as of more recent cinema) was the acting out of the fragmentation of the body.​[33]​ Hepworth’s Explosion of a Motor Car (1900) ends with the promised explosion, followed by a rain of debris and dismembered limbs. Decapitated (or, more precisely, disembodied) heads were popular in French films. George Melies 1901 film L’Homme a la Tete de Caoutchouc (‘The India-Rubber Head’) featured a giant, disembodied head, and his 1903 film Le Melomane presented a series of disembodied heads perched on telegraph wires. That reference to the image ‘fading out slowly’ is an effective description of a firework display but it also suggests the cinematic device of fade out.​[34]​ The intensely visual account of the killing of Verloc is also immensely cinematic:

He was lying on his back and staring upwards. He saw partly on the ceiling and partly on the wall the moving shadow of an arm with a clenched hand holding a carving knife. It flickered up and down.  (SA, 197)

This flickering movement is a reader trap: it is not the clenched hand that ‘flickered up and down’ but the shadow thrown by the gaslight. However, the flickering also suggests the unstable image produced by early projectors.​[35]​ In his attack on cinema in his conversation with Tittle, Conrad complained: ‘It merely affords entertainment for people who enjoy sitting with thought utterly suspended and watching a changing pattern flickering before their eyes’. ​[36]​Although he failed to see any writing on the kitchen wall, Verloc has no difficulty understanding the significance of this shadow on the parlour wall. The subsequent paragraph, with its slowing down of time as Verloc contemplates resistance to the impending blow, is the counterpart to the speeding up of time in Winnie’s life review, where her whole life is surveyed in a ‘few seconds’ (SA, 184). In both cases, the slowing down of time or the speeding up of time, Conrad can be seen as responding to a new awareness of time and movement resulting from the technicalities of film projection – in particular, hand-cranked cameras and projectors and non-standardised speeds.​[37]​





Conrad started Chance in 1905, but soon abandoned it and didn’t take it up again until May 1911, by which point the film industry was well-established. There are two moments late in Chance which suggest the influence of cinema. The first which I wish to discuss occurs in Part II, Chapter 6, when young Powell stoops down next to the skylight over the salon to pick up a coil of rope and finds himself looking into the cabin. First he observes Captain Anthony pouring himself a glass of brandy (‘or whatever it was’) from the decanter and begin reading a book. Then, when Anthony leaves the cabin, Powell shifts his position and finds that his ‘angle of view was changed’ and the ‘field too was smaller’:  its scope is limited to ‘the end of the table, the tray and the swivel chair’ (C, 414). However, he also now has ‘a very oblique downward view of the curtains’ (C, 415). As he watches, there is a slight ‘movement of the curtain’, and then ‘tips of fingers … grasped the edge of the further curtain and hung on there, just fingers and knuckles and nothing else’. Then ‘a hand came into view; a short, puffy, old freckled hand projecting into the lamplight, followed by a white wrist, an arm in a grey coat-sleeve, up to the elbow, beyond the elbow, extended tremblingly towards the tray’. Finally, ‘this hand, tremulous with senile eagerness, swerved to the glass, rested on its edge for a moment (or so it looked from above) and went back with a jerk’. At the same moment, the ‘gripping fingers of the other hand’ also vanish (C, 417). The passage is striking because of its attention to the mechanics and language of vision. It is also striking because of the staged nature of the event, but the staging is not theatrical. There is an element of the peep-show machine: Powell remains watching because he ‘wanted another peep’ at Anthony (C, 416). However, the main influence on the way in which the poisoning of Anthony’s brandy-and-water is represented seems to be cinematic. Not only is there the non-theatrical angle of vision, there is also the fragmenting of the body, the analysis of movement, the interpretation of small details (the tremor of the hand, for example) and the use of close up.

The second, more extended passage that I want to consider is the final chapter of Part I, ‘On the Pavement’. It begins as another scene of spying: Marlow decides to wait outside the Eastern Hotel to ‘see what would come of’ Fyne’s visit to Captain Anthony (C, 198). He intercepts Flora, and the dialogue between them is interspersed with alternating close-ups and long shots. Thus, Marlow observes early on: ‘The mouth looked very red in the white face peeping from under the veil, the little pointed chin had in its form something aggressive’ (C, 201). Later we are given a long shot of the East India Dock Road: ‘the great perspective of drab brick walls, of grey pavement, of muddy roadway rumbling dismally with loaded carts and vans lost itself in the distance’ (C, 204). Then there is a close-up of Flora’s dress (‘Close fitting and black, with heliotrope silk facings under a figured net’) followed by another street scene (‘Every moment people were passing close by us singly, in twos and threes … they passed us in their shabby garments, with sallow faces, haggard, anxious or weary, or simply without expression, in an unsmiling sombre stream’). The use of colour (the red lips, the heliotrope silk facings) perhaps argues against a consciously cinematic conception of this chapter, as do the references to sound.​[39]​ For example, a later description of the street begins with ‘the odious uproar of that wide roadway thronged with heavy carts’, whereas, in setting up the poisoning episode discussed above, Conrad emphasises the lack of sound: Marlow records that ‘Powell explained to me that no sound did or perhaps could reach him from the saloon’ (C, 416). However, Donovan has demonstrated Conrad’s engagement with the visual dynamics of contemporary culture, and has also noted Conrad’s 1923 claim to have seen ‘“certain experiments” in sound and colour film’.​[40]​ (45). It is possible (indeed, likely) that, in narrating this chapter, Conrad has drawn on and incorporated the visual language of film.

Finally, I want to consider Flora and the erotic spectacle of female suffering. As Armstrong notes, cinema’s ‘mechanisms of desire’ have always been ‘a subject of anxiety’.​[41]​ In Chance, Conrad engages with both the ethics and the erotics of looking. Marlow, typically, raises the ethical implications of Powell’s spying on Anthony by ostentatiously refusing to consider them: ‘As to the delicacy of Mr Powell’s proceedings I’ll say nothing’ (C, 416). However, he then immediately adds that Powell found ‘a sort of depraved excitement in watching an unconscious man – and such an attractive and mysterious a man’ (C, 416). Powell himself expresses his unease at the ‘low’ trick he had literally stooped to: ‘For, after I had stooped, there I remained prying, spying, anyway looking, where I had no business to look’ (C, 412). He tries to excuse his behaviour as natural and unavoidable: ‘He who has eyes, you know, nothing can stop him from seeing things’; he tries to affirm the benign motive for his spying: ‘there could have been nothing inimical in this low behaviour of mine’; and he also tries to blame Franklin ‘always talking of the man’ so that ‘really he seemed to have become our property’ (C, 412). However, the more he tries to excuse himself the more issues he raises: the benign or malicious intention behind observing; the objectification and appropriation of the person observed. To these Marlow adds the erotics of the gaze.

These questions are particularly important in a novel which focuses, in part, on the victimised Flora de Barral and, in part, on the concept of masculinity of her rescuer, Captain Anthony.​[42]​ If we return to the visual economy of ‘On the Pavement’, the first close-up of Flora ends with Marlow’s judgement that she was ‘a desirable little figure’ (C, 201). The second close-up on her dress leads to a similar erotic evaluation: ‘it accentuated the slightness of her figure, it went well in its suggestion of half-mourning with the white face in which the unsmiling red lips alone seemed warm with the rich blood of life and passion’ (C, 205). A later close-up produces a similar response: when she lowers her glance so that ‘her dark eyelashes seemed to rest against her white cheeks’, Marlow records that it ‘was so attractive that I could not help a faint smile’ (214). Throughout this encounter, close-ups of Flora lead immediately to an erotic response. The scopophilic instinct leads to pleasure being taken in regarding another person as an erotic object. However, that pleasure has to be explored further. Toril Moi has written of ‘the voyeur’s desire for sadistic power, in which the object of the gaze is cast as its passive, masochistic, feminine victim’.​[43]​ As Marlow knows, Flora is already a victim, and, in the analysis of the beginning of Flora’s relationship with Anthony that he now offers, Flora’s victim-status has an important part. First of all, he speculates about what attracted Anthony to Flora:

It might have been her pallor … that white face with eyes like blue gleams of fire and lips like red coals. In certain lights, in certain poises of head it suggested tragic sorrow. Or it might have been her wavy hair. Or even just that pointed chin stuck out a little, resentful and not particularly distinguished, doing away with the mysterious aloofness of her fragile presence.    (C, 217)






Although Close Up, the journal set up by Kenneth Macpherson, Bryher and H.D. to explore the aesthetic possibilities opened up by cinema, didn’t start publication until 1927, coinciding with the beginning of sound, cinema was well-established by the early years of the twentieth century, and Conrad’s work shows how some of those aesthetic possibilities are already being explored in fiction of the first two decades.​[45]​ In his 1936 essay, ‘The Work of Art in an Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Walter Benjamin writes of the effects of film with its changes of place and focus, its fracturing of action into ‘a series of mountable episodes’ (232), and, more specifically, of the effects produced by the camera: ‘its interruptions and isolations, its extensions and accelerations, its enlargements and reductions’.​[46]​ For example: ‘With the close-up, space expands; with slow motion, movement is extended’ (238). The new technology of cinema had an inescapable impact on the sensory apparatus, and it reconfigured the understanding of time, space and movement. As Benjamin puts it, the camera introduces an ‘unconscious optics’ (239), enriching the field of perception and promoting the unconscious negotiation of a changed environment through apperception (242).

In The Senses of Modernism, Sara Danius argues that these new technologies of perception were not opposed to, but were constitutive of, high modernist aesthetics.​[47]​ She shows how, through developments in perceptual technologies between 1880 and 1930, ‘categories of perceiving and knowing are reconfigured’ (3). Benjamin suggested that ‘a different nature opens itself to the camera than opens to the naked eye’ (238): Danius argues that the notion of the ‘naked eye’ was an invention – and ‘the terms through which it was articulated’ were re-shaped through the introduction of the new technology. She cites a passage from The Guermantes Way, where Proust summons up the image of ‘the dignified emergence of an Academician who is trying to hail a cab’, and then imagines how that image would be recorded by a photographic plate, where the focus shifts to ‘his tottering steps, his precautions to avoid falling on his back, the parabola of his fall’.​[48]​ Although Proust refers to a photographic plate (plaque photographique), the description draws rather on cinematography: the breaking down of movement and the observer’s attention to corporeal signs. Indeed, the description shows very precisely how the ‘unconscious optics’ of cinema re-shape ordinary vision and enter into fiction. In Danius’s words, ‘specific technoscientific configurations and their conceptual environments enter into and become part of’ aesthetic strategies (11): technological change ‘makes available new sensory domains that open themselves to artistic exploration’ (12), and technological transformation ‘helps articulate new perceptual domains’ (17). Accordingly, Danius concludes that a ‘sustained reconsideration of aesthetic modernism’ has to include ‘a historically reflexive and multi-levelled attempt at incorporating the operations of the perceptual technologies of the second machine age into the modernist enterprise’ (196).
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